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Since the late 1970s when physiotherapists in Australia 
were first able ethically to undertake primary contact 
practice, ie to accept patients without medical referral, 
private sector practice has developed and flourished. It is 
estimated that, annually, there are some 5 million primary 
contact attendances occur in this way. However, while 
many of the patients presenting to public sector Emergency 
Departments have similar conditions, primary care practice 
has been slow to evolve in that area.
Only recently has it been recognised through the Department 
of Human Services Victoria Emergency Department reform 
program, and similar initiatives in other Australian states 
and territories, that physiotherapists have a significant 
role to play in managing soft tissue injuries in the primary 
care setting. Not only can the quality of care provided be 
improved, but ED physicians are freed up to undertake work 
which requires their specific knowledge and skills. Thus 
waiting times for all patient triage categories are reduced 
and the health workforce is utilised more effectively.
Until now the evidence for the benefits of this approach 
has been confined to the UK literature (Jibuke et al 2003, 
McClellan et al 2006), although there are several major 
studies of the Australian experience due to report in the 
near future. It is therefore most pleasing to see the report by 
Lau et al (2008) of their evaluation of early physiotherapy 
intervention for low back pain in an Accident and Emergency 
Department in Hong Kong. Their demonstrated outcome of 
a reduction in pain and improved satisfaction in this patient 
group adds further to the weight of evidence of the value of 
physiotherapists being employed in this setting.
Cathy Nall
Austin Health, Australia
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